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GETTING STARTED
With your group, discuss the following questions. Be prepared to
share with the class.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Are you superstitious? Why or why not?
What is the difference between superstition and science?
Do you believe in witches?
Do you believe in ghosts?
Have you ever seen a ghost?
Do you usually have good luck or bad luck?
Reading the title below, what do you think this unit will be about?
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What is a Superstition?
Do you cross our fingers when you are wishing for luck? Or refuse to walk under a ladder? Most people are at least a little superstitious, and
these beliefs follow us everywhere. Whether it’s placing trust in lucky numbers or trying to avoid bad omens, different cultures have amazing stories
behind their superstition. Superstitions are things or rituals that people believe will cause certain outcomes, usually without any basis in fact or
logic. Let’s read about some silly and unusual superstitions from around the world!
Vocabulary to pay attention to: As you read the “Background,” identify the following ten vocabulary words in context. You may want to
underline or highlight them so you can find them easier later.

superstitious
threat

omens
consequences

superstitions
phrase

belief
practical

Ever felt your right eye twitching?
Good news! In Nepal this means that good
news is coming your way! But if your left eye
is acting funny, you guessed it, bad luck is on
its way.

lucky
common

Does
your
c
simila ountry hav
ea
r beli
ef?
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Pinkie Promise (own photo)

Superstitions from Around
the World
By Annie Espinal

India
Thinking that trimming your nails at night
will bring bad luck is a common belief in India and
has some practical reasons behind it. Before the
invention of electricity, the nights were a lot darker
than they are now. Cutting nails at night made it a
lot more difficult to clean up the nail trimmings, and
this could cause hygiene issues and could even
cause some allergic reactions when unknowingly
mixed with foods. Another reason why cutting your

nails at night is considered bad luck was because
there were no nail clippers, people would use knives
to trim their nails! Obviously, this meant that the
risk of injuring yourself was a lot higher if you
decided to trim your nails at night.
China
Do you believe in lucky numbers? What
about unlucky numbers? In China the number four
is considered unlucky because it sounds a lot like
6
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the word for “death,” and because of this, Chinese
buildings often lack a fourth floor. The number 4 is
also avoided in most public places in China. For
example, elevator buttons, addresses, ID numbers,
phone numbers, and license plates will usually omit
or remove it because it might bring bad luck.
Usually, houses and apartments that have the
number 4 in the address will sell for less. Also, be
careful if you ever mention the number four to an ill
family member because it is considered to be highly
offensive and giving anything with 4 on it to
someone can be seen as a death threat!
South Korea
Ever felt like sleeping with the fan on during
a hot summer’s night? There is a common belief
among many South Koreans that leaving a fan on in
a closed room at night can cause death. This is
called “Fan death”. But there might be some
reasoning behind this superstition. According to
the Korean Consumer Protection Board (2006) “If
bodies are exposed to electric fans or air
conditioners for too long, it causes bodies to lose
water and hypothermia… a total of 20 deaths were
reported.” Most fans in South Korea are sold with
timers and a remote, you set a time for it to shut off,
so you don’t have to worry about the Fan Death!
Kenya
Have you ever walked past a group of geese
and they quacked at you? At an apartment complex
in the Kenyan village of Kakamega, locals believe
the neighborhood geese only quack at witches! As a
result, they are the only security required at the
building, and every time the geese quack, people are
quite sure that there are some witches about!
Kenyans also believe that if your right palm is itchy
you will soon receive a windfall of money, but you
can’t scratch your right hand, cause if you do you
will “scratch the money away.” Instead, you should

scratch your left hand so that you don’t lose the
money!

Latin America
For new parents
in Latin American,
there’s nothing scarier
than the mal de ojo- or
the evil eye. Mal de ojo
happens when someone with strong energy looks
at a weaker person (or a baby!) with envy, and it’s
believed that this can cause illness to the weaker
person or the baby. To avoid the threat of bad luck
that comes from mal de ojo, many parents give their
newborns azabache bracelets.
USA
Many people in the US see pennies as a sign
of good luck. No one knows where this superstition
began but finding a penny on the ground was
considered good luck because many ancient cultures
believed metals were gifts from the gods. Another
very common superstition in the US is to use the
phrase "knock on wood", this is used to avoid bad
luck. The reason behind this comes from medieval
times where European churchgoers would touch a
piece of wood the churches said came from the
Cross, touching the wood supposedly gave a
connection to God and thus good luck!
As we can see, there are many superstitions
from all over the world. Some might be the same or
very similar to ones that you have in your home
countries. Whether you believe in these
superstitions or not, you have to admit that they are
very interesting!
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Activity 1: Vocabulary Enhancement. With your group or partner, identify the vocabulary
from above and try to come up with a definition and its part of speech (noun, verb,
adjective, adverb) without using a dictionary.
1. Superstition _______________________________________________________________
2. Lucky ___________________________________________________________________
3. Belief ____________________________________________________________________
4. Omens ____________________________________________________________________
5. Superstitious _______________________________________________________________
6. Threat ____________________________________________________________________
7. Consequences ______________________________________________________________
8. Phrase ____________________________________________________________________
9. Practical __________________________________________________________________
10. Common _________________________________________________________________
What other vocabulary words would you like to learn?
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________

From “India Today Web Desk”
Hanging lemon and 7 green chilies
It is believed in India that 'Alakshmi', the
goddess of misfortune can bring bad luck to
the shop owners or business. Since, she likes
sour, pungent and hot things, shop owners in
India hang lemon and 7 green chilies at their
door so that the goddess eat her favorite
food, satisfy her hunger and leave without
entering the shop.
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Activity 2: Vocabulary Enhancement. Find the vocabulary words in word in the Reading.
Use the context to help you understand the meaning. Then match each item to the correct
definition.
a. an acceptance that something is true or that something exists.
______ 1. Superstitious

b. is two or more words that express an idea and are a part of a

______ 2. Threat
______ 3. Omens
______ 4. Consequences
______ 5. Superstitions
______ 6. Phrase
______ 7. Belief
______ 8. Lucky
______ 9. practical
______ 10. Common

sentence.
c. a result or effect of an action.
d. A person having or showing a belief in superstitions.
e. sensible or usable.
f. Found or done often
g. an event thought as a sign of good or evil.
h. a person or thing likely to cause damage or danger.
i. A person who has good luck or something that brings good luck
j.

a belief that certain events or things will bring good or bad luck.

Activity 3: Find the words in the box from the reading. Use the context and the words in
parentheses below to help you complete the following sentences.
superstitious
belief

superstitions
omen

lucky

consequences

practical

threat

phrase

common

1. Jack realized his girlfriend was ______________________ (false belief) when she threw
the spilled salt over her left shoulder.
2. According to my mother, the itching of your right hand is an __________________
(sign) that predicts a cash windfall.
3. The foxes did pose a ______________________ (danger) to Carmen's goats, though.
4. We were __________________ (fortunate) to get away from those mean people.
5. The young girl held on to her ______________ (opinion) in unicorns, even when
everyone else told her they didn’t exist.
6. Obviously, he did realize the ____________________ (outcome) of his actions.
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7. The family on my father side believes in many different
____________________________ (unproven fear). Like if a black cat crosses your path,
you’ll have bad luck!
8. My dad often used the _______________ (saying) "you get a lot of bang for your buck."
9. We have a lot in _________________ (similar), you know? Like travelling to exotic
places and collecting bottle caps.
10. She asked her teacher a ____________________ (realistic) question.

Kahoot!
Now that you’ve matched the words with their
definitions, take 5 to 10 minutes to practice noticing and
memorizing each definition and then log into the
Kahoot! Game to play.
Kahoot! link based on vocabulary list: https://create.kahoot.it/share/superstitious-unitvocab/6faeb459-7de6-4519-b3bd-08b2ca808c73

Other Kahoot! Superstition games:
https://create.kahoot.it/share/superstitions/bc14e638-de94-43c8-afb5-9429f5b45272
https://create.kahoot.it/share/superstitions/5e4bcb48-d7e7-499b-b79a-2a8650cc81b2
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Activity 4: Group Work: With your group or partner, try to find the reasons behind these
weird superstitions and which countries might believe in these superstitions. Once you’ve
written down your reasonings, use your computer or cellphones to research the real
reasons behind these superstitions (your results might be different from other groups).

Superstition

My reasoning

Research

Reason:

Reason:

Country:

Country:

Reason:

Reason:

Country:

Country:

Reason:

Reason:

Country:

Country:

Never say “Happy Birthday” too
early

Never Stick Your Chopstick
Straight Up

Don’t Walk Under a Ladder
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Reason:

Reason:

Country:

Country:

Reason:

Reason:

Country:

Country:

Broken mirror

Do not sweep after sunset
Compare answers with the other groups and see if you came up with the same or
similar information.
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Writing
Remember...
1. Read the text more than
once.
2. Identify the main points of
the text.
3. Summarize the main points.
4. The length of a summary is
approximately one third of
the original text

Activity 5:
Work with a partner and complete the
following section
What is the article about?
_________________________________
_________________________________
_________________________________
What is the main idea of the article?
_________________________________
_________________________________
_________________________________
What I knew about superstitions before
reading the article ...
_________________________________
_________________________________
_________________________________

Summary
Activity 6:
Summarize the section of the reading
Superstitions from Around the World. Reduce it to onethird of its original length.

___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
___________________________
13
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Listening/Speaking
“Are you afraid of black cats? Would you
open an umbrella indoors?”. In this video,
Stuart Vyse breaks down many common
superstitions from around the world.
Before watching the video, discuss the following
questions with your partner:
1. Why do you think so many superstitions
are based on religion?
2. Why are some numbers lucky and other
unlucky?
Before completing Activity 7, watch the video WHERE DO SUPERSTITIONS COME FROM? by Stuart Vyse.
(to play the video, just click on the photo or click on the link
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=quOdF1CAPXs)
Activity 7: Fill in the missing words. Listen to the first part of the TedTalk video on Superstitions again,
but this time try to fill in the missing words in the blank spaces. The first one has been done for you.

Where Do Superstitions Come From?
By Stuart Vyse

Are you afraid of black cats? Would you open an umbrella indoors? And how do you feel about
the number thirteen? Whether or not you believe in them, you're probably familiar with a few
of these (1) _____________________________.
So how did it happen that people all over the world knock on wood, or avoid stepping on sidewalk cracks?
Well, although they have no basis in science, many of these weirdly specific (2) _____________________
and practices do have equally weird and specific origins. Because they involve supernatural causes, it's no
surprise that many (3) _________________________________ are based in religion.
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For example, the number (4) _______________________ was associated with the biblical Last Supper,
where Jesus Christ dined with his twelve disciples just before being arrested and crucified. The resulting
idea that having thirteen people at a table was bad luck eventually expanded into thirteen being an
(5)___________________________ number in general. Now, this fear of the number thirteen, called
triskaidekaphobia, is so (6) _________________________ that many buildings around the world skip
the thirteenth floor, with the numbers going straight from twelve to fourteen. Of course, many people
consider the story of the Last Supper to be true but other (7) _____________________ come from
religious traditions that few people believe in or even remember.
Knocking on wood is thought to come from the folklore of the ancient Indo-Europeans or possibly
people who predated them who believed that trees were home to various spirits.
Touching a (8) _______________________ would invoke the protection or blessing of the spirit within.
And somehow, this tradition survived long after (9) _________________________ in these spirits had
faded away. Many superstitions common today in countries from Russia to Ireland are thought to be
remnants of the pagan religions that Christianity replaced.
But not all superstitions are religious. Some are just based on unfortunate coincidences and associations.
For example, many Italians fear the number (10) _______________________ because the Roman
numeral XVII can be rearranged to form the word vixi, meaning my life had ended. Similarly, the word
for the number (11) _____________________ sounds almost identical to the word for (12)
_______________________ in Cantonese, as well as languages like Japanese and Korean that have
borrowed Chinese numerals. And since the number (13) __________________________ also sounds
like the word for must, the number (14) _______________________________ sounds like the phrase
must die. That's a lot of numbers for elevators and international hotels to avoid.
And believe it or not, some superstitions actually make sense, or at least they did until we forgot their
original purpose. For example, theater scenery used to consist of large painted backdrops, raised and
lowered by stagehands who would whistle to signal each other. Absentminded whistles from other
people could cause an accident. But the taboo against whistling backstage still exists today, long after
the stagehands started using radio headsets.
Along the same lines, lighting three cigarettes from the same match really could cause (15)
_________________________ if you were a soldier in a foxhole where keeping a match lit too long
could draw attention from an enemy sniper. Most smokers no longer have to worry about snipers, but
the (16) __________________________________ lives on.
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Activity 8: Partner work: Listen to the rest of the video and discuss with your partner the following questions:
1. Why do you think people still believe in these superstitions?
2. What role does superstition play in sports? Do you know any athletes that practice some type of superstition before a game?

Before every game,
Michael Jordan would
insist on wearing a lucky
pair of practice shorts
from his alma mater, the
North Carolina Tar Heels,
underneath his Chicago
Bulls ones.

As he walks out the tunnel,
Cristiano Ronaldo always
makes sure it's his right foot
that crosses the line onto the
field first. He also insists on
being the last player out of
the tunnel.
16
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Project 1
Now it’s time for you to share more interesting superstitions about your home country.
Use this guide to help you write a short paragraph about a superstition from your country, just
like the ones we read in the Superstitions from Around the World article!
1.

First let’s “brainstorm” some interesting, funny, or weird superstitions from your
country. Start by listing three superstitions that you can think about:

Brainstorm
1.

______________________________________________________

2.

______________________________________________________

3.

______________________________________________________
_____________

2. Next, pick one of the superstitions from your list to focus on. Try to fill in as much
information you can in the following outline. Write a short sentence or a couple of words
for each section.
Introduction
•

Country ____________________________________________________________

•

Superstition’ name/phrase __________________________________________

Body
•

Belief ___________________________________________________________________

•

Brief history ____________________________________________________________

Conclusion
•

Reasoning __________________________________________________________

•

Do I believe in this superstition _______________________________? Why or why? not.
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3. Take the information you’ve collected and write out your first draft.
Draft 1:
______________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________

REMEMBER
In the first or roug
h draft, you
take your ideas an
d write them
in sentences in an
organized way.
Your first draft w
ill not be
perfect. It will no
t be the final
piece of writing.
Do
not worry about
spelling
mistakes or gram
mar problems in
the first draft.

______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________

4. Once you have finished writing your first draft, read
over what you have written and, in your notebook, or a
separate sheet of paper, begin writing your second draft.
Now you will pay attention to spelling and sentence
structure.

______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________

5. Once you have written a second draft, switch drafts
with your partner. Carefully read over your partner’s
draft and provide some helpful feedback. Once you’ve
received your draft back from your partner, make the
necessary changes, and write out your final draft.
18
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Project 2
Once your teacher has approved your final superstition draft, it’s time to create a short
presentation!

Option #1: create a short PowerPoint Presentation (or any other presentation tool that
you are comfortable using). Make sure to include the name of the superstition, the
reasoning behind it, consequences (bad or good), and history behind it.

Option #2: create a short video based on the superstition from your country. This will
be a fun time for you to have your friends help you act out the superstition or you can
record yourself explaining the superstition that you selected.

Check out this video from The Crazy Gorilla for some ideas! (just click on the image
or the link)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YRyLFbYCvTE&t=46s
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